Attention to auditory and peripheral visual stimuli: effects of arousal and predictability.
Changes in the distribution of attention among auditory and peripheral visual stimuli were examined in a choice reaction time paradigm. Two variables were manipulated: predictability of stimulus locations and arousal state of subjects. The arousal level of some subjects was raised by occasionally exposing them to brief, mild electric shocks. On most trials either a tone or a light was presented alone (single-stimulus trials). However, on 20% of the trials both a tone and light were presented simultaneously (dual trials). Two dependent variables were used to assess dominance of attention: reaction time (on all trials) and percentage of time each modality was chosen on dual trials. Neither modality was dominant when subjects were in a nonaroused state and stimulus locations were unpredictable. However, peripheral vision dominated when stimulus locations were predictable or when the subjects' level of arousal was raised. The results are discussed with reference to previous research on sensory dominance and on the facilitating or inhibiting effects of auditory stimuli on reaction time.